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It was an unusual question. The third year resident, the
intern and I were meeting with a large, extended family. A
middle-aged woman had a cardiac arrest on public trans-
portation near the hospital and was almost miraculously
resuscitated because a physician was sitting near her. Now,
however, she was in a persistent coma with little, if any,
chance of recovery. Her brother was the spokesman for the
family conference. The family had said many prayers for her
recovery and believed that her resuscitation was divinely
instituted because of the chance proximity to a physician
who was adept at resuscitative efforts. Therefore, they were
very positive about her chances for recovery. In response to
their question, “Do you believe in God?”, I assured them
that I did indeed believe in God. But I noticed that the
housestaff was uncomfortable with the question. It’s a deep,
personal question that for some people, may not have a
simple answer. In response to my affirmative answer to their
question, the family was greatly reassured. For them, it was
important to have a physician who believed in God caring
for their family member. They believed that the patient
would also be more comfortable with a “God fearing”
doctor.
Since that experience, I have wondered about that ques-
tion. The modern scientific basis for medicine does not
seem to depend on the intervention of Deity. At the same
time, however, we must acknowledge that we can’t easily
predict which patients will get well and which won’t. We are
always surprised by some patients who make almost mirac-
ulous recoveries. Are these instances just random chance or
due to the “will” or “faith” of the patient, the power of prayer
or just plain good luck?
It is interesting to reflect about the relationship of
religion and medicine over the ages. There seems to be a
close relationship between the two in many cultures. In the
Judeo-Christian tradition, there has always been a close
relationship between religion and healing.
From the Old Testament:
And the Lord sent fiery serpents among the people, and
they bit the people; and much people of Israel died . . . and
the Lord said unto Moses, make thee a fiery serpent and set
it upon a pole; and it shall come to pass, that everyone that
is bitten, when he looketh upon it shall live. And Moses
made a serpent of brass, and put it upon a pole, and it came
to pass, that if a serpent had bitten any man, when he beheld
the serpent of brass, he lived. (Numbers 21:6–9).
This seems to be a direct use of the caduceus in a healing
mode. (The caduceus was the winged staff of the Roman
God Mercury.)
The second example seems to be excellent public health
advice:
And the Lord spake unto Moses and to Aaron, saying
“Speak unto the children of Israel, and say unto them, when
any man hath a running issue out of his flesh, because of his
issue, he is unclean. . . . Every bed, whereon he lieth that
hath the issue is unclean, and every thing whereon he sitteth
shall be unclean. And whosoever toucheth his bed shall
wash his clothes, and bathe himself in water. . . . And he
that sitteth on any thing whereon he sat that hath the issue
shall wash his clothes, and bathe himself in water. . . . And
when he that hath an issue is cleansed of his issue; then he
shall number to himself seven days for his cleansing and
wash his clothes and bathe his flesh in running water, and
shall be clean.” (Leviticus 15:1–3).
The last example is typical of the many passages in the New
Testament.
And great multitudes, came unto him, having with them
those that were lame, blind, dumb, maimed, and many
others and cast them down at Jesus’ feet; and he healed
them; Insomuch that the multitude wondered when they
saw the dumb to speak, the maimed to be whole, the lame
to walk, and the blind to see; and they glorified the God of
Israel. (Matthew 15:30–31).
These examples should remind us of the past link between
religion and healing. Although belief in God is not neces-
sary for one to practice medicine, we must all remember that
our patients frequently remember these roots. Perhaps these
roots are something for all of us to ponder and remember. It
is not unscientific to respond in the affirmative to the
question posed in the title of this Editor’s Page.
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